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CONFESSIONS OF A CLOSET THESPIAN 
or 
HOW I HAVE MANAGED TO KEEP MY HEAD 
ABOVE GROUND FOR SO MANY YEARS 
Brian Curry 
"I could have been a judge, but I never had the Latin for the Judging-never had 
enough to pass the rigorous judging exams. So I became a miner .... " These were 
the immortal words of E. L. Wisty, the late Peter Cooke's alter ego on B.B.C. 
television for many years and on Broadway in Beyond the Fringe and Good Evening. 
For years I empathized with Wisty because I always wanted to be one of the Angry 
Young Men of British Theatre, alongside Alan Bates, Albert Finney, Peter O'Toole 
and Richard Harris, but I never believed I had the talent for acting-never had 
enough to pass the rigorous acting exams. I was also ten years too young. However, 
unlike Wistey, I did not become a coal miner as an easier option than facing the 
rigours of my dreamed-of profession. 
I worked in amateur and semi-professional theatre from the age of ten with two 
other future thespians. We started as Titania's elves in A Midsummer Night's 
Dream. One of my friends went to the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art and the other 
to the Drama Department at the University of Hull, while I, believing I had limitations, 
went to St. Luke's Teacher Training College at Exeter University. Five years after 
graduation, neither of my friends was on the boards: one was working front of 
house, and the other was working as a stage manager. Twenty-five years after 
graduation, one has his own computer company, and the other works for him. I am 
the only one who has been and still is paid to perform. 
At colleges with a reputation for good teaching, we teachers put on a series of 
one-act plays in two fourteen-week seasons. Like acting, teaching is a craft that has 
to be worked at continually. Lines have to be learned and, more importantly, 
understood. The first edition of the script I use was written by Henry Gray in 1858, 
and was based on the original ideas of Galen, da Vinci and Vesalius. It has been 
rewritten many times since then by the leading anatomists of the twentieth century. 
But as much as we follow a script, we are also involved in improvisational theatre. 
We have to be able to respond to the questions, the mood, and the background of 
the audience and alter the performance accordingly. 
Why is one's performance so important? Because the quality of the performance 
determines the relationship that is developed with the audience, and that relationship 
determines the degree to which the audience pays attention to the words. This is 
especially true when the audience is in the theatre somewhat reluctantly, like those 
students who want to enter a health care profession but are upset to find that they 
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1 o r d s .  T h i s  i s  
t l y ,  l i k e  t h o s e  
f i n d  t h a t  t h e y  
h a v e  t o  s i t  t h r o u g h  a  p r e - c l i n i c a l  s e q u e n c e  o f  b i o l o g y ,  c h e m i s t r y ,  a n a t o m y  a n d  
p h y s i o l o g y  c o u r s e s  b e f o r e  t h e y  c a n  e v e n  b e g i n  t o  c o n t e m p l a t e  m a k i n g  p a t i e n t s  f e e l  
b e t t e r .  T h e  i m p o r t a n c e  o f  o n e ' s  s u b j e c t  c a n  b e  c o n v e y e d  a t  a l l  l e v e l s  b y  t h e  q u a l i t y  o f  
t h e  p e r f o r m a n c e  a n d  b y  t h e  e n t h u s i a s m  w i t h  w h i c h  o n e  d e l i v e r s  o n e ' s  l i n e s  .  
H o w e v e r ,  g r e a t  c a r e  m u s t  b e  t a k e n  t o  e n s u r e  t h a t  t h e  s t r e n g t h  o f  t h e  p e r f o r m a n c e  
d o e s  n o t  o v e r s h a d o w  t h e  u n d e r l y i n g  m e s s a g e  o f  t h e  p l a y .  
F o r  m e  t h e r e  a r e  t h r e e  k e y s  t o  b e i n g  s u c c e s s f u l  i n  t h e  l e c t u r e  r o o m  o r  l a b o r a t o r y  
t h a t  g o  f a r  b e y o n d  l e a r n i n g  o n e ' s  l i n e s  a n d  b e i n g  a b l e  t o  i m p r o v i s e .  M o s t  i m p o r t a n t ,  
y o u  h a v e  t o  l o v e  t o  t e a c h ,  t o  l o o k  f o r w a r d  t o  g o i n g  o u t  i n  f r o n t  o f  e a c h  a u d i e n c e .  
W h e n  t e a c h i n g  b e c o m e s  o n e r o u s ,  t h e  p e r f o r m a n c e  w i l l  s u f f e r ,  a n d  t h e  a u d i e n c e  w i l l  
s e n s e  i t .  S e c o n d ,  y o u  h a v e  t o  r e s p e c t  t h e  m e m b e r s  o f  t h e  a u d i e n c e ,  o r  a  r e l a t i o n s h i p  
c a n n o t  b e  e s t a b l i s h e d .  T h e r e  i s  m o r e  t o  c o l l e g e  t e a c h i n g  t h a n  s i m p l y  " p u t t i n g  b u m s  
o n  s e a t s , "  a s  O l i v i e r  p r o c l a i m e d  i n  T h e  E n t e r t a i n e r .  T h i r d ,  y o u  h a v e  t o  b e  y o u r  o w n  
h a r s h e s t  c r i t i c .  A n a l y s i s  o f  e a c h  p e r f o r m a n c e  i s  e s s e n t i a l .  W h a t  w o r k e d  a n d  w h a t  
d i d n ' t ?  A r e  y o u  a  s t o c k  c h a r a c t e r  a c t o r  w h o  g i v e s  t h e  s a m e  p e r f o r m a n c e  e a c h  t i m e ,  
o r  a r e  y o u  w i l l i n g  t o  c o n s i d e r  t h a t  t h e r e  m i g h t  b e  a  b e t t e r  w a y  t o  c o m m u n i c a t e  t o  t h e  
a u d i e n c e ?  I f  a  p e r f o r m a n c e  d i d  n o t  g o  w e l l ,  w h a t  w e r e  t h e  r e a s o n s ?  
Y e t  t h e r e  a r e  s t i l l  o c c a s i o n s  w h e n  I  f i n i s h  a  l e c t u r e  t h a t  I  b e l i e v e  w a s  o n e  o f  m y  
b e t t e r  o n e s ,  o n l y  t o  f i n d  t h a t  t h e  c o n c e p t  u n d e r  d i s c u s s i o n  w a s  n o t  s h a r e d  p r o p e r l y  
w i t h  t h e  s t u d e n t s .  C o n v e r s e l y ,  I  h a v e  a p o l o g i z e d  t o  s t u d e n t s  a f t e r  w h a t  I  c o n s i d e r  t o  
b e  a  p o o r  l e c t u r e ,  o n l y  t o  h a v e  t h e m  i n f o r m  m e  t h a t  i t  w a s  o n e  o f  t h e  m o r e  l u c i d  
p r e s e n t a t i o n s  t h e y  h a d  h e a r d  r e c e n t l y .  W h i c h  g o e s  t o  s h o w  t h a t  t h e  e s s e n c e  o f  a  
g o o d  p e r f o r m a n c e  c a n  b e  e x t r e m e l y  e l u s i v e .  A l l  w e  c a n  d o  i s  c o n t i n u e  s t r i v i n g  t o  
d e l i v e r  t h a t  g o o d  p e r f o r m a n c e  d a y  a f t e r  d a y  a f t e r  d a y .  H o w e v e r ,  t h a t  i s  b e c o m i n g  
i n c r e a s i n g l y  m o r e  d i f f i c u l t  a s  d e m a n d s  o n  t h e  f a c u l t y  w h i c h  a r e  u n r e l a t e d  t o  
p e r f o r m i n g  c o n t i n u e  t o  i n c r e a s e .  W e  a r e  r e q u i r e d  t o  b e  m o r e  a n d  m o r e  r e s p o n s i b l e  
f o r  f r o n t  o f  h o u s e  a n d  b a c k s t a g e  d u t i e s  i n  a d d i t i o n  t o  p e r f o r m i n g .  
I  c o n s i d e r  m y s e l f  f o r t u n a t e  i n  t h a t  I  h a v e  a n  a l t e r n a t i v e  i f  t h i n g s  b e c o m e  t o o  
r i g o r o u s .  A l t h o u g h  I  w o u l d  m i s s  t h e  d a i l y  i n t e r a c t i o n  w i t h  t h e  a u d i e n c e  v e r y  m u c h ,  I  
c a n  a l w a y s  f o l l o w  d e a r  o l d  W i s t y  d o w n  t o  a  r e a l  c o a l  f a c e  a s  o p p o s e d  t o  d i g g i n g  a t  a  
s y m b o l i c  o n e .  F o r t u n a t e l y ,  t h r e e  t h i n g s  h a v e  k e p t  m e  f r o m  g o i n g  u n d e r g r o u n d .  F i r s t ,  
t h e  s t u d e n t s  i n  m y  m a n y  a u d i e n c e s  o v e r  t h e  y e a r s .  T o  a l l  o f  y o u ,  w h e r e v e r  y o u  m a y  
b e  n o w ,  m y  t h a n k s  f o r  t h e  o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  i n f o r m  a n d  e n t e r t a i n ,  a n d  f o r  t h e  p l e a s u r e  
y o u  h a v e  a f f o r d e d  m e .  S e c o n d ,  m y  c o l l e a g u e s ,  i n  w h a t  I  c o n s i d e r  t o  b e  o n e  o f  t h e  
f i n e s t  u n d e r g r a d u a t e  a n a t o m y  p r o g r a m s  i n  t h e  M i d w e s t  T i m  S t r i c k l e r  a n d  P h i l  
W a l c o t t .  W e  h a v e  p u t  o n  s o m e  r e m a r k a b l e  p e r f o r m a n c e s  o v e r  t h e  y e a r s .  M a y  w e  p u t  
o n  m a n y  m o r e  i n  o u r  n e w  t h e a t r e  i n  P a d n o s  H a l l !  T h i r d ,  a l w a y s  s o m e t h i n g  n e w  t o  
l e a r n  a b o u t  t h e  h u m a n  b o d y .  J u s t  w h e n  y o u  t h i n k  y o u  h a v e  l e a r n e d  y o u r  l i n e s ,  
s o m e o n e  c o m e s  u p  w i t h  a  r e w r i t e  o f  t h e  s c r i p t .  O n l y  t w o  d a y s  b e f o r e  t h e  s u b m i s s i o n  
o f  t h i s  a r t i c l e ,  t w o  a n a t o m i s t s  a t  J o h n s  H o p k i n s  c l a i m e d  t o  h a v e  d i s c o v e r e d  a  n e w  
m u s c l e ,  t h e  s p h e n o m a n d i b u l a r i s .  A s  I  w r i t e  t h i s  f i n a l  p a r a g r a p h ,  T i m ,  d e s p e r a t e  t o  
a v o i d  d i s o r d e r  i n  h i s  w o r l d ,  i s  s c o u r i n g  t h e  t e x t s  f o r  a  p h y l o g e n e t i c  e x p l a n a t i o n  t h a t  
w i l l  o b v i a t e  t h e  n e e d  t o  r e w r i t e  a n y  s c e n e s ;  a n d  P h i l ,  e v e r  t h e  p r a g m a t i s t ,  i s  
p r e p a r i n g  t h e  d i s s e c t i o n  t o o l s .  T h e  s h o w  m u s t  g o  o n .  
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